Introduction {#Sec1}
============

In Europe, work-related musculoskeletal disorders represent a substantial economic burden to society and are one of the major causes of health-related productivity loss (Bevan [@CR3]). Besides having obvious consequences for the individual, work-related health problems have substantial costs for their employers (Oh et al. [@CR17]). Many studies have investigated the prevalence of and risk factors for work-related disorders of the upper limbs, neck and low back. However, work-related lower limb symptoms have received less attention when compared to other work-related musculoskeletal symptoms in the upper body or low back pain.

A small number of studies present evidence that working populations such as nurses, assembly line workers, industrial workers and service and sales workers report work-related lower limb symptoms (Andersen et al. [@CR1]; Chee and Rampal [@CR4]; Montano [@CR15]; Roelen et al. [@CR21]; Stolt et al. [@CR24]). The prevalence of lower limb pain in these studies varied from 16 to 50%. Several physical risk factors such as heavy pushing or pulling, standing and regular lifting have been associated with lower limb pain as well as psychosocial factors (Andersen et al. [@CR1]; Dawson et al. [@CR5]; Roelen et al. [@CR21]; Yue et al. [@CR29]). In general, most epidemiology studies of the lower limbs focus on the analysis of risk indicators in specific work tasks. However, to our knowledge, a broader evaluation of working conditions associated with lower limb pain has not been performed. Thus, clear risk indicators are missing to evaluate the impact of lower limb symptoms in a large population.

The purpose of this study is to develop a model based on the very large fifth European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) to predict the prevalence of lower limb pain as a function of indicators of high exposures at work. The research questions were:Which are the most important working-conditions indicators correlated with a high prevalence of lower limb pain?How many cases including lower limb pain can be attributed to exposures at work in the EU?What is the association of work-related lower limb pain with other health problems, absenteeism and expectations regarding ability to continue to do the same job in the future?

Method {#Sec2}
======

Population and setting {#Sec3}
----------------------

The present study analyzed data from the fifth EWCS carried out in 2010. The survey was undertaken in 27 European Union Member States (EU) and seven further European countries not included in this study. The target population was EU residents aged 15 and over who worked for payment for at least 1 h in the week prior to the survey. A multi-stage random stratified sample was performed to identify participants. A random sample of households was drawn from a random section of each country that was divided according to degree of urbanization. In each household, the person with current employment and with the most recent birthday was interviewed face to face, for about 44 min and using a questionnaire in the national language of the country. The survey consisted of 325 questions on the quality of employment, working conditions and health status of the interviewee. In total 35,372 interviews were completed. The overall response rate was 44% (Parent-Thirion et al. [@CR18]). A detailed description of the standardized questionnaire and the methods has been published by Eurofound ([@CR7]).

Working-condition variables {#Sec4}
---------------------------

The survey covered multiple aspects of work such as physical factors, psychosocial factors, work organization, financial security, among others, classified into different topics by Eurofound ([@CR7]). In addition, questions regarding household characteristics and demographics were included. A detailed list of the classification of the variables into topics has been published elsewhere (Eurofound [@CR7]). This study uses the working-condition variables and that topic classification. These variables are not considered to be risk factors that directly predict a higher prevalence of symptoms; however, this study assumes that they identify work situations associated with health risks.

Case definition {#Sec5}
---------------

Several EWCS questions are related to health problems over the last 12 months before the interview (health outcome variables). In this study the variable of interest was the presence of muscular pains in the lower limbs, hereafter referred to as lower limb pain. This variable corresponds to the survey question: "Over the last 12 months, did you suffer from muscular pain in lower limbs (hips, legs, knees, feet, etc.)?" The answers were: yes/no.

Analysis {#Sec6}
--------

The analytical procedure of this study has three steps: (1) development of a logistic regression model; (2) validation of the model; (3) exploring the impact of the derived model. In summary, 20% of the interviews were randomly selected and stratified by country to form a subsample data set of 7083 interviews. The subsample was used to develop a statistical model that was subsequently validated using the rest of the data. From the subsample, questions with missing responses of over 5% were excluded. In addition, questions concerning information about the respondent household members and those not related to working conditions were not included. The variables related to health outcomes were used only in the third step of the analytical procedure; impact evaluation. The responses for each of the remaining 161 questions were dichotomized with 1 representing high exposure and 0 none, low or moderate exposure. Dichotomization for all questions that involve Likert scales was done through grouping the side of the scale with 20--25% of the responses representing the negative aspect or high exposures into the "exposed group" (1) and all other responses into the "controls" (0). Variables that presented a skewed distribution with less than 10% of responses on either side were discarded.

A Chi-square goodness of fit test was performed to test for correlations of the 133 remaining variables with the lower limb pain outcome variable. Sixty-four variables with a phi coefficient equal or lower than 0.05 were discarded from further analysis. The remaining variables were grouped according to the topics specified by Eurofound, with the exception of the variables related to health outcomes. Thus, 46 variables grouped into 21 topics were used for a bivariate analysis and per group multivariate modelling in relation to lower limb pain. Odds ratios (OR) and confidence limits (CL) were estimated using logistic regression techniques with backward elimination for each group at *p* = 0.05. The variables that were not eliminated in the group logistic regression procedure were entered into a new model and tested again using logistic regression with backward elimination to determine the final model at *p* = 0.01. This model was correlated with three demographic variables; age, gender and level of education. Age was classified into two categories, \<50 and ≥50 years of age, with higher age considered as "exposed group". For the level of education, high exposure was defined as having no or only primary education (ISCED 1). For gender, females (1) were compared with males (0).

For the second step of the analytical procedure, the developed model was tested on the rest of the data set (80%). The sample size for this step was 28,289. The OR and CL of both subsamples were compared to check the stability of the model.

For the third and last step, exploring the impact of the derived model, the complete EWCS 2010 data set (*n* = 35,372) was used. By means of frequency analysis, the number of lower limb pain cases attributable to work was calculated for each gender depending on the number of risks indicators present in each case. For this analysis, the variables of the model with positive associations with lower limb pain were used and the single subjects were weighted according to the cross-national selection probability weighting performed by Eurofound ([@CR7]). The frequency analysis considered the presence of risk indicators from 1 to 5 and ≥6: Only a few respondents were exposed to more than six predictors included in the model. The frequency of lower limb pain cases without any risk indicator was used as the reference for calculating those cases attributable to work. In addition, a similar procedure was performed for those risk indicators related to physical load; defined as the involvement of mechanical forces generated by the human body. An estimate of the work-related lower limb pain cases and those cases due to physical load were calculated using the employment statistics of the 27 countries of the EU in 2010 (Eurostat [@CR8]). Furthermore, relative risks were calculated by the ratio of the prevalence of an event when exposed to the prevalence of the event when not exposed.

The complete EWCS 2010 dataset was used to explore the association of lower limb pain with other health outcome variables through bivariate correlations and ascertain the number of cases with both symptoms. Factors like country of residence, socioeconomic characteristics, occupational groups, etc., were not considered; however, the analysis was adjusted by age and gender. The expectation of the respondents toward being able to do the same job when reaching 60 years of age was compared between those that reported lower limb pain and those who did not. Furthermore, absenteeism from work due to health problems and due to an accident at work was investigated among respondents with and without lower limb pain. The amount of days of absence from work over the year was estimated by the difference between the mean of absenteeism of respondents with lower limb pain and those without.

All statistical analyses were performed with SAS 9.3 (SAS Institute, North Carolina, USA). The variable names present in this study were shortened for presentation purposes. The complete variable question and its number according to the EWCS 2010 survey can be found at Eurofound site.

Results {#Sec7}
=======

Model development {#Sec8}
-----------------

### Bivariate results {#Sec9}

Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"} presents the bivariate analysis of lower limb pain with the 46 variables and 21 topics. The topics were sorted in descending order according to the variable with the highest OR. Within each topic, data is also presented from the highest to lowest OR. Thirteen topics included only one variable. The topics with the highest OR for lower limb pain were ergonomic issues, work satisfaction and job hazards. The three highest OR among all variables were: tiring and painful positions, carrying or moving heavy loads and dissatisfaction with working conditions.Table 1Correlations between lower limb pain and working conditions from the fifth European Working Conditions Survey 2010 on 27 EU countriesVariableBivariate analysisAnalysis per topicTopicsOR95% LCL95% UCLOR95% LCL95% UCLTiring or painful positions3.032.713.392.171.912.46Ergonomic issuesCarrying or moving heavy loads2.742.433.101.691.481.94Ergonomic issuesStanding2.191.962.441.421.261.61Ergonomic issuesRepetitive hand or arm movements1.791.582.01Ergonomic issuesLifting or moving people1.341.171.531.171.011.34Ergonomic issuesWorking with computers0.500.440.580.790.650.95Ergonomic issuesUsing internet/email for professional purposes0.490.430.550.690.580.83Ergonomic issuesDissatisfaction with working conditions2.452.162.782.452.162.78Work satisfactionHigh temperatures2.432.172.731.631.421.87Job hazardsBreathing in smoke, fumes, powder or dust2.282.012.581.191.011.40Job hazardsLow temperatures2.171.942.431.341.171.54Job hazardsVibrations from hand tools, machinery, etc.2.151.922.411.221.051.41Job hazardsLoud noise2.131.892.411.251.081.45Job hazardsBreathing in vapors1.951.742.181.211.051.40Job hazardsContact with chemical products1.921.682.191.261.081.47Job hazardsTobacco smoke from others1.561.391.75Job hazardsContact with materials which can be infectious1.551.381.75Job hazardsDisagree: "I am well paid for the work I do"1.981.782.201.661.471.88Job securityDisagree: "My job offers good prospects for career advancement"1.911.682.171.471.261.71Job securityDisagree: I feel 'at home' in this organisation1.631.401.89Job securityDisagree: it would be easy for me to find a job of similar salary1.571.391.761.421.241.62Job securityDisagree: the organisation I work for motivates me to give my best job performance1.551.361.781.201.031.40Job securityAgree: I might lose my job in the next 6 months1.481.301.681.261.101.45Job securityRequired to wear personal protective equipment1.741.581.931.741.581.93Protective equipment^a^Working at very high speed1.721.531.931.741.551.95Pace of workWorking to tight deadlines1.311.171.47Pace of workWorking hours do not fit well with family or social commitments1.711.511.941.621.431.85Work-life balanceVery difficult to take an hour or two off during working hours1.491.301.721.371.191.58Work-life balanceSubjected to verbal abuse at work1.571.351.831.571.351.83Verbal abuse^a^Mostly experience stress in the work1.541.381.721.541.381.72Work pressure^a^Work 6 or 7 days per week in main job1.541.361.741.541.361.74Working days per week^a^Short repetitive tasks of less than 10 min1.521.371.681.521.371.68Repetitive tasksShort repetitive tasks of less than 1 min1.321.181.47Repetitive tasksMain place of work is not employers' or own business' premises1.511.351.691.511.351.69Place of work^a^Work on Saturdays more than 2 times a month1.471.311.651.401.241.58Working timeWork in the evening more than five times a month1.301.161.471.191.061.35Working timeWork on Sundays more than one time a month1.291.151.45Working timeOwn mistakes could cause physical injury to others1.431.261.631.431.261.63Consequences of mistakes^a^Pace of work dependent on speed of a machine or movement of a product1.371.211.561.371.211.56Factors of paceNo change of salary or income from January 20091.371.221.551.371.221.55Changes in work situation^a^No training paid for or provided1.331.201.491.331.201.49Training^a^Monotonous tasks1.321.191.461.291.171.43Cognitive dimensionsMain job does not involve learning new things1.321.191.471.281.151.42Cognitive dimensionsMore than 15 years in company or organization1.321.181.471.321.181.47Seniority^a^Rarely consulted before targets for work are set1.291.151.451.291.151.45Decision latitude^a^Not able to choose or change order of tasks1.261.131.401.261.131.40Control^a^*OR* Odds ratio, *95% LCL* 95% lower confidence limit, *95% UCL* 95% upper confidence limit^a^Not adjusted analysis per topic due to the availability of only a single indicator, bivariate analysis shown twice to improve the readability of the table

### Analysis within topics {#Sec10}

The results for logistic regressions analysis performed within each topic are also present in Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}. In this analysis, seven variables from six groups were eliminated by the logistic regression procedure. The OR were lower for the following topics: ergonomic issues, job hazards, job security, work-life balance, working time and cognitive topics when compared to the bivariate analysis, respectively. The OR was higher for pace of work and remained the same for repetitive tasks when compared with their correspondent bivariate analysis. The variables analyzed showed mostly positive associations with lower limb pain, with the exception of two: (1) working with computers: PCs, network, mainframe, and (2) using internet/email for professional purposes.

### Logistic model {#Sec11}

The logistic regression procedure performed in one single equation of lower limb pain with all 39 variables eliminated 28. Thus, the remaining 11 variables defined our logistic model. The variables correspond to the following topics: ergonomic issues, work satisfaction, job hazards, job security, working time and repetitive tasks. The OR and CL of this model including the three demographic variables are presented in Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}. The highest positive associations of lower limb pain were with: (1) tiring or painful positions, (2) carrying or moving heavy loads and (3) dissatisfaction with working conditions. Only one variable presented a negative OR with lower limb pain: working with computers.Table 2Associations between lower limb pain, working conditions and demographics from the fifth European Working Conditions Survey 2010 (27 EU countries)VariableAnalysis model 20% sampleAnalysis model 80% sampleTopicsOR99% LCL99% UCLOR99% LCL99% UCLTiring or painful positions1.741.502.002.021.882.17Ergonomic issuesCarrying or moving heavy loads1.611.371.881.481.371.60Ergonomic issuesStanding1.351.181.561.501.411.61Ergonomic issuesWorking with computers0.710.600.840.740.680.80Ergonomic issuesDissatisfaction with working conditions1.561.341.831.621.501.75Work satisfactionHigh temperatures1.551.351.791.311.221.41Job hazardsBreathing in vapors1.401.221.621.281.191.38Job hazardsDisagree: "I am well paid for the work I do"1.391.221.581.361.281.45Job securityDisagree: it would be easy for me to find a job of similar salary1.311.151.501.111.041.19Job securityWork in the evening more than five times a month1.261.101.451.191.111.27Working timeShort repetitive tasks of less than 10 min1.251.111.421.181.111.25Repetitive tasksGender (females vs males)1.251.111.411.311.231.39DemographicsNo or only primary education1.191.041.371.181.111.27DemographicsAge (older vs younger)1.871.642.131.811.701.93Demographics*OR* Odds ratio, *99% LCL* 99% lower confidence limit, *99% UCL* 99% upper confidence limit

Model validation {#Sec12}
----------------

The results of the model validation using the remaining 80% of the data are presented in Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}. The strongest associations with lower limb pain in this case were with: (1) tiring and painful positions, (2) dissatisfaction with working conditions and (3) standing. Similar OR and CL were observed for both data samples among the variables. However, for the following variables: (a) tiring or painful positions, (b) carrying or moving heavy loads, (c) high temperatures, (d) breathing in vapors (e) standing and (f) it would be easy for me to find a job of similar salary (disagree), the 80% subsample OR values where outside the 20% subsample confidence limits and vice versa. Among the demographic variables, the highest associations were with age in both data sets.

Although the developed model (here tested with the full data set) was highly significant (Likelihood Ratio *χ* ^2^ = 3969.2; degrees of freedom, 14; *p* \< 0.0001 the maximized *R* ^2^ (Nagelkerke [@CR16]) only reached 0.173. Checking the model for each of the 27EU countries revealed that the model was highly significant but ranges of single ORs were large. For example, for tiring and painful position ORs lay between 1.34 and 2.72, for standing between 1.05 and 2.34, and for gender between 0.74 and 2.09.

Impact of the model {#Sec13}
-------------------

### Work-related cases and exposures {#Sec14}

From the complete (*N* males = 17,466; *N* females = 17,906) EWCS 2010 data set, 31.7% male and 33.9% female respondents reported suffering from lower limb pain within the last 12 months. The percentage of lower limb pain cases attributable to working conditions when the respondents are exposed to different numbers of risk indicators (1 to ≥6) from the present model are presented in Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"} for each gender along with the non-work-related lower limb pain cases. For this analysis only the model variables with positive associations with lower limb pain where considered, thus "working with computers" was excluded. In addition, the EWCS cross-national selection probability weighting was considered. The prevalence of work-related lower limb pain was 16.5% for males and 15.9% for females. Among the 5040 lower limb pain cases for males and 4072 for females 2759 of the male cases were judged to be work-related and 2215 of the female cases. The results showed that the absolute number of work-related lower limb pain cases is the highest with an exposure to more than six risk indicators for male respondents and four risk indicators for female respondents. In addition, most workers report to be exposed to one (males = 21%; females 26%) or two (males = 21%; females = 21%) risk indicators. Moreover, the relative risks for male and female respondents are reported in Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}. Overall, the relative risks were higher for females than males.Table 3Total lower limb pain cases and work-related cases from the fifth European Working Conditions Survey 2010 (27 EU countries) when exposed to different number of risk indicators, for (a) males and (b) femalesNumber of risk factors present*N*Total leg pain cases95% LCL95% UCLWork-related leg pain casesRelative risk95% LCL95% UCL(a) Male 022403050.120.1501 134485850.160.181151.251.101.42 234838230.220.253481.741.541.96 326338580.300.345002.392.132.69 420348250.380.435482.982.653.35 513516510.460.514673.543.143.98 ≥615579930.610.667814.684.195.23(b) Female 023063070.120.1501 136016660.170.201871.391.231.57 228617240.240.273431.901.682.15 320416950.320.364232.562.272.89 414936810.430.484823.433.043.86 57944250.500.573194.023.564.55 ≥68475740.650.714615.094.545.70Males: *N* = 16,746, frequency missing = 2629, Females: *N* = 13,942, frequency missing = 2055. Weighted according to the EWCS cross-national selection probability weighting

### Lower limb pain and physical load {#Sec15}

The variables related to physical loads (ergonomic issues topic) were used in a further frequency analysis. These variables are: (1) tiring or painful positions, (2) carrying and moving heavy loads, (3) standing, and (4) lifting or moving people. In addition, the EWCS cross-national selection probability weighting was considered. The prevalence of work-related lower limb pain due to physical loads was 10% for males and 10.5% for females. Thus, regarding physical loads, the number of work-related lower limb pain cases was 1926 males and 1661 females. Work-related lower limb pain cases increases when more than three physical risk indicators are present in males and two physical risk indicators in females (Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}). In addition, the relative risks were higher for females than for male respondents.Table 4Total lower limb pain cases and work-related cases from the fifth European Working Conditions Survey 2010 (27 EU countries) according to the number of physical risk indicators present, for (a) males and (b) femalesNumber of physical risk factors present*N*Total leg pain cases95% LCL95% UCLWork-related leg pain casesRelative risk95% LCL95% UCL(a) Male 0956419360.190.2101 1520116130.300.325601.531.451.62 2272412560.440.487052.282.152.41 ≥3173810130.560.616612.882.723.04(b) Female 0804215540.180.2001 1474615120.310.335951.651.551.75 220229980.470.526072.552.402.72 ≥310676650.590.654593.233.023.44Males: *N* = 19,228, frequency missing = 147. Females: *N* = 15,878, frequency missing = 120. Weighted according to the EWCS cross-national selection probability weighting

### Work-related lower limb pain in the EU {#Sec16}

In the 27 countries of the EU, 114,597,000 men and 95,145,000 women were employed during the study period according to Eurostat ([@CR8]). Based on this study, 30.1% of males and 29.2% of females suffered from lower limb pain; considering the EWCS cross-national selection probability weighting. Approximately half of the cases could be attributed to working conditions, for both genders. Thus, we estimate that in the 27 EU countries more than 18 million men and more than 15 million women suffered from work-related lower limb pain in 2010. Considering only the physical load, we estimate that more than 11 million men (10%) and more than 9 million women (10.5%) suffered from work-related lower limb pain due to physical loads at work in the 27 EU countries.

### Associations with other health problems {#Sec17}

Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"} presents the percentage of respondents with other health problems according to the presence or absence of lower limb pain. The association of lower limb pain with other health-related variables showed the highest OR with muscular pains in shoulders, neck and/or upper limbs, and backache. Adjusted ORs for gender and age presented very similar values than those not adjusted (Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"}). Lower limb pain was also highly correlated with overall fatigue.Table 5Bivariate and adjusted associations of lower limb pain with other health problemsVariableLeg pain (%)OR95% LCL95% UCLAdjusted age and genderYesNoOR95% LCL95% UCLMuscular pains in shoulders, neck and/or upper limbs77.8028.078.988.529.468.88.359.28Backache76.1832.676.596.276.936.456.136.79Respiratory difficulties12.294.063.323.043.613.212.943.49Overall fatigue62.2831.163.653.483.823.683.513.86Injury15.925.563.222.983.473.493.243.77Cardiovascular diseases12.073.833.453.163.763.002.743.28Depression or anxiety18.987.572.862.683.062.842.653.04Skin problems13.795.982.512.332.712.612.412.81Insomnia or general sleep difficulties31.8714.832.692.552.832.592.462.73Headaches, eyestrain55.0332.442.552.442.672.612.492.74Hearing problems10.894.642.512.312.732.342.152.55Stomach ache21.8310.112.482.332.642.492.352.66*N* = 35,372

### Work expectations and absenteeism {#Sec18}

For the male respondents with lower limb pain 56.25% believe they won't be able to do the same job at 60 years of age, while 37.76% of the respondents without lower limb pain expected the same. The results were similar for the female respondents; 57.25% with lower limb pain believe they will not be able to do the same job at 60 years, while 39.92% without lower limb pain believe the same. The associations between lower limb pain and the expectation not to be able to do the same job at 60 years were 2.1 (95% CI 2.0--2.3) for males and 2.0 (95% CI 1.9--2.2) for females.

Among the respondents that reported lower limb pain, 23.6% males and 25.1% females were absent from work for more than 10 days in the last 12 months due to health problems as opposed to 12.9% of the males and 15.7% of the females without lower limb pain. However, 53.8% of the males and 51.8% of the females that reported lower limb pain did not miss any workdays due to health problems. In addition, 11.4% of the males and 5.9% of the females that reported lower limb pain were absent from work more than 10 days in the last year due to an accident at work as opposed to 4.1% of the males and 2.1% of the females without lower limb pain. 79.5% of the males and 89.3% of the females that reported lower limb pain did not miss any workdays due to an accident at work. This study estimates that over 146 million working days of male employees and 126 million working days of female employees were lost over the survey year due to lower limb pain in the EU.

Discussion {#Sec19}
==========

By means of logistic regression analysis with backward elimination and using the EWCS 2010 data, this study identified ten indicators of working conditions that are combined with increased risk of lower limb pain. 30% of the EU27 workers experience lower limb pain which gives an estimate of 62 million (males: 34 million cases; females: 28 million cases) within a year. Based on this model 16% of the EU27 workers, 18 million male and 15 million female, suffered from lower limb pain linked to exposures at work. The more risk indicators reported, the higher the prevalence of lower limb pain. It increases from 17% at work situations without indicators of risk to 70% when six or more risk indicators are present. A substantial portion of the lower limb pain cases could be statistically linked to physical exposures at work such as standing, lifting, repetitive movements and awkward postures.

Methodological considerations {#Sec20}
-----------------------------

The present study investigates risk indicators for lower limb pain from a wide range of topics related to working conditions using a large high quality representative random sample with a relatively high response rate (44%) drawn from the EU workforce. The EWCS has been carried out every five years since 1990 and its scope has increased substantially since its first launch. The large representative sample size and the numerous countries included in the EWCS offer a clear opportunity for this type of study and provide a good estimation of the impact of lower limb pain on the EU workforce, although the national languages translations may introduce some variance to the study. The EWCS data is cross-sectional and all limitations related to such studies apply, in particular the inability to determine casual relationships. It should also be noted that the data are based on self-reports: Exposures were not validated with independent measurements and health disorders were not diagnosed by clinical assessments. In addition, although the EWCS psychosocial questions have affinities with the well-established Karasek-Model and the Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire (COPSOQ), they have not been validated through psychometric methods.

The EWCS questions use either Likert type scales or yes/no answers, thus it was possible to calculate odds ratios based on dichotomized variables. We chose to set the limit between exposed and not exposed in such a way that about one-fifth to one quarter was considered exposed and all the others were considered as controls. This has the advantage of focusing on the highest existing exposures at EU workplaces and of simplifying the analysis, because modelling of the dose--response relationship is avoided. However, it is acknowledged that this method biases toward conservative numerical risk evaluation, lacks evaluation of dose effects and provides no estimation of safe levels.

Finally, it should be noted that the present analysis focuses on the relationship between the reported work situation and lower limb pain. The analysis does not consider factors such as socioeconomic status, nationality, ethnicity, language, or occupational group. The present findings are relevant for the population of the total sample (EU27), it should be considered as a general model. Considerable deviations may occur when analyzing single countries or economic sectors, as noted by the high variability of the size of the ORs of single risk indicators among the EU27 countries. Last, with EWCS data we are not able to distinguish the specific region of the pain (hips, legs, knees, feet, etc.) as all are grouped in one category lower limb pain.

Model validation {#Sec21}
----------------

Due to the sheer number of potential predictors developed by logistic regressions, the resulting model may be biased. In an effort to better control this potential bias, a subsample of 20% was used for the development of the model and the remaining 80% was used for its validation. The magnitude of the calculated OR from both 20% and 80% subsamples were similar, but discrepancies were observed on six variables in that the corresponding OR values of the 80% subsample were outside the confidence limits obtained from the 20% subsample. These deviations show that the present model is not perfect; however, the included predictors were highly significant in the replication with the 80% subsample. To our knowledge, this is the first study that aims to develop a model of risk indicators for lower limb pain.

Prevalence and risk indicators for lower limb pain {#Sec22}
--------------------------------------------------

A high prevalence of lower limb pain was observed among the EWCS 2010 respondents and it strongly differed, depending on the number of risk indicators, rising from 17% when all ten risk indicators were negative to more than 70% when six or more were positive. Lower limb pain was associated with working-condition variables from the topics: ergonomic issues, job hazards and job security. Previous studies have found that poor ergonomic design, working in hazardous exposures and/or psychological factors may contribute to an increase of sickness absences, physical symptoms and/or musculoskeletal disorders (García-Herrero et al. [@CR9]; Laaksonen et al. [@CR12]; Yue et al. [@CR29]). However, the evaluation of such factors with lower limb pain has received little attention.

The present study produced a model for lower limb pain that includes ten working- condition variables with positive associations and one (working with computers) with negative. It is reasonable to suppose that working with computers may be related to office work, where lower limb pain may be less prevalent than in other types of jobs. In the model, the topic "ergonomic issues" included the variables with the highest positive associations with lower limb pain. These correspond to work that requires physical loading. These findings corroborate a similar epidemiology study where exposures to tiring postures, carrying heavy loads and standing were also associated with lower limb symptoms in major occupational groups of the EWCS (Montano [@CR15]). In addition, the present study revealed that when exposed to three physical risks indicators, lower limb pain is almost four times more probable in women and more than three times in men than without these exposures. Previous studies have shown an association between physical loading, such as tiring postures, standing and/or carrying heavy loads, with musculoskeletal symptoms in the ankle/foot, lower leg, knee and hips (Elsner et al. [@CR6]; Messing et al. [@CR14]; Riddle et al. [@CR20]; Sandmark et al. [@CR23]; Sulsky et al. [@CR25]; Werner et al. [@CR28]). These results support the view that ergonomic issues at work are a priority for the prevention of work-related lower limb health problems.

Work satisfaction and job insecurity, as presented in our model, have been previously associated with musculoskeletal symptoms and health issues. Low job satisfaction was related to symptoms in the low back and lower limbs in studies with teachers and manufacturing workers (Gell et al. [@CR10]; Yue et al. [@CR29]). Review papers have emphasized the strong associations between job insecurity with both mental health and physical symptoms (Kim and von dem Knesebeck [@CR11]; Sverke et al. [@CR26]). However, the specific association of job insecurity and lower limb pain has not been investigated before. Our findings suggest that satisfaction with the perceived working conditions and a lack of job security may also be important in the prevention of lower limb pain.

Many studies have shown an association between working conditions that involve exposures to hazardous chemicals, extreme temperatures, working at night and/or performing repetitive tasks with health problems (Ramin et al. [@CR19]; Ross et al. [@CR22]). However, very few studies have investigated the impact of these risks indicators on lower limb pain. A recent study found a significant association of lower limb pain with extreme temperatures and night shifts among workers of a processing plant (Barro et al. [@CR2]). Performing repetitive tasks may increase the prevalence of MSDs such as upper extremity pain and low back pain (Andersen et al. [@CR1]; Latza et al. [@CR13]; Roelen et al. [@CR21]; Tissot et al. [@CR27]). However, there is little research that investigates the direct association of repetitive tasks with lower limb pain. One study found association of repetitive movements and extreme temperatures with lower limb pain in major occupational groups (Montano [@CR15]). The present study suggests that repetitive tasks, job hazards and night shifts may be risk indicators for work related lower limb pain and should be considered in its prevention.

Work-related lower limb pain {#Sec23}
----------------------------

The findings of this study show that more than 50% of the lower limb pain cases could be attributed to work. Work-related lower limb pain cases increase when individuals are exposed multiple risk indicators. The corresponding risks ratio triples if the individual is exposed to more than six risk indicators compared to only one. However, the number of respondents exposed to more than three risk indicators in males and two risk indicators in females was relatively small, and jobs where workers are simultaneously exposed to all ten risk indicators are rare. Prevention should therefore focus on working situations where several risk indicators concur. The findings showed that the relative risks for males and females were similar. However, lower limb pain was slightly more often reported by females than males, which corroborates with Montano ([@CR15]) study.

Lower limb pain, health problems and absenteeism {#Sec24}
------------------------------------------------

The high association of lower limb pain with upper limb symptoms and back pain is not surprising, as work with exposures to physical risk factors may affect diverse areas of the musculoskeletal system. A study found that both upper and lower limb symptoms are more common among craft workers, machine operators and workers in elementary occupations (Montano [@CR15]). Another cross-sectional study revealed that end-of-line assembly workers have higher levels of complaints of pain in upper limbs, lower limbs and the back when compared to other workers (Chee and Rampal [@CR4]). Improving the working conditions of lower limb pain sufferers may have a positive impact on other musculoskeletal symptoms. Although research studies focus more on the upper body, lower limb pain also needs attention. The present shows a substantial impact of such symptoms on absenteeism and the workers' expectations as to their future ability to perform their job. Absenteeism is a relevant measure to evaluate employee health status in the job environment and is an indication of the economic and social costs of work-related MSDs (Bevan [@CR3]; Laaksonen et al. [@CR12]).

Conclusion {#Sec25}
==========

This study is one of the few that have focused on lower limb pain and developed a model, based on working-condition indicators that include both physical and psychosocial aspects. The present model was validated and is capable of predicting the prevalence of lower limb pain in working populations, although it may contain a moderate level of conservative bias. The analysis estimated a prevalence of 30.1% for males and 29.2% of lower limb pain. Half of those cases are attributable to working conditions, where most cases are attributed to physical risks. More than 270 million days of absence from work can be explained by lower limb pain. Finally, the correlation of lower limb pain with other health problems may be explained by similar exposures at the same hazardous work places. Prevention strategies for work-related health problems should acknowledge the relevancy of lower limb pain and may focus on improving workplaces with multiple risks.
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